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This study investigated students’ communication preferences in educational settings, resulting in an 
empirical model of effective communication between students and lecturers. Students from a psychology 
department at a UK university were asked about their preferred communication tool for academic purposes, 
including social networking, emails, university-internal virtual learning environments, and face-to-face 
communication. The data was analysed using methods of exploratory data analysis and cluster analysis. 
Students clearly expressed a preference for social networking sites when communicating with peers due to 
their frequent and widespread use, fast response rate, and ease of access, but preferred face-to-face meetings 
when sufficient time was available. When communicating with lecturers, students had a preference to use 
email. The findings also shoiued that students preferred to attend lectures over reading lecture slides online. 
Based on these results, an empirical model of students ’ communication preferences in educational settings 
ivas developed aimed to aid in the effective management of student-lead communication. The study concludes 
with a critical evaluation of ways students and lecturers can improve communication betiueen each other and 
how this can positively contribute to students’ university experience. 

Keywords: communication; social networking; face-to-face learning; Virtual Learning Environments. 


FFECTIVE COMMUNICATION is the 
key to human interaction. The system¬ 
atic study of human communication 
established itself as a topical area in the 1950s, 
initially focusing on the impact of communi¬ 
cation on decision making (Littlejohn, 1999). 
However, since the last decade, traditional 
communication theories are challenged by 
the up-take of mass media and information 
technology, which has substantially changed 
the ways people communicate with each 
other (Chen, Pedersen & Murphy, 2011). For 
example, Social Presence Theory relates to 
the experience of one another that impacts 
and defines social communication (such as 
through facial expression or posture; Rice, 
1993), but is dependent on the context of 
both the interrelationship and the communi¬ 
cation (Walther, 1992), as well as the individ¬ 
ual communicators (Gunawardena & Zittle, 
1997). However, with the introduction of 
technology-based communication, all aspects 


of social presence have been moderated (e.g. 
use of emoticons instead of facial expres¬ 
sions), requiring an operational reconceptu¬ 
alisation of Social Presence Theory 
(Lowenthal, 2010; Tu, 2000). 

Computer-Mediated Communication 
(CMC) is defined as ‘communications, medi¬ 
ated by interconnected computers, between 
individuals or groups separated in space 
and/or time.’ (Luppicini, 2007, p.142) and 
includes email exchange, instant messaging, 
live video chatting, and the usage of social 
networking sites, such as bebo or Facebook. 
According to Merdian and Reid (2013), 
‘social networking sites invite internet users 
to create an online profile (containing vari¬ 
ous amounts of personal information, 
photos, etc.) and to engage in social 
exchange with other members of the social 
networking site. Users can become ‘friends’ 
with other users, send and receive messages 
(public or private), comment publicly on 
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another person’s profile site, and create 
specific subgroups with each other’ (p.29). 
While research has shown an interaction 
between online and offline communication 
(e.g. Boyd & Ellison, 2009; Ellison, Steinfield 
& Lampe, 2007), CMC remains on the rise; 
in 2012, 84.1 per cent of British people had 
access to the internet, with 74 per cent of 
them reporting to have an active Facebook 
account (‘Usage Patterns,’ 2013). Conse¬ 
quently, the use of the internet and CMC has 
also entered traditional learning environ¬ 
ments in recent years, ranging from univer¬ 
sity degrees offered through online learning 
to the inclusion of CMC and the internet 
within traditional university environments 
(Luppicini, 2007). This has sparked develop¬ 
ments in higher education, such as The 
Virtual Pedagogy Initiative (Senior et al., 2008) 
who introduced the term ‘digital natives’ 
(p.18) to refer to contemporary student 
cohorts as a learner group with different 
communicative needs and skills than tradi¬ 
tional learners. 

One of the most popular forms of CMC is 
email exchange, with 7.2 per cent of all inter¬ 
net usage in the UK being related to email 
(‘Social Networks’, 2013). For the past two 
decades, email has been the online commu¬ 
nication method of choice for both formal 
and informal conversations in professional 
environments such as the university (Judd, 
2010). Tolmie and Boyle (2000) stated that 
the introduction of email into learning envi¬ 
ronments increased effective communica¬ 
tion between students and lectures, through 
provision of a communication platform 
outside of the time-related and geographical 
constraints of the university and through 
provision of a potentially less threatening 
communication tool for students who find it 
difficult to communicate in group settings. 
This is also supported in Light, Colbourn 
and Light's (1997) study on computer medi¬ 
ated support in university tutorials which 
showed that whilst male students were more 
dominant in a face-to-face environment, this 
gender inequality disappeared in the online 
exchange. In addition, the email exchange 


provides a written record of what has been 
said, making email an ideal medium for posi¬ 
tive conflict solving (Tolmie & Boyle, 2000). 
However, research is emerging on the nega¬ 
tive effects of email interruptions on work 
place productivity (e.g. Jackson, Dawson & 
Wilson, 2001), but this has not yet been 
explored for academic settings. Neverthe¬ 
less, Judd (2010) found that the use of email 
in university settings declined by 30 per cent 
between 2005 and 2009, paralleled by a rapid 
increase in use of Social Networking Sites 
(SNS) from three per cent to 38 per cent. 
There has been some research on the bene¬ 
fits of SNS usage in educational settings. 
Pilgrim and Bledsoe (2011) explored the 
advantages of Facebook groups between 
educators and students, which allow 
members to add posts with information and 
questions for all members to see and to 
respond and interact with each other regard¬ 
ing the posting. Using a similar format, Cain 
and Policastri (2011) invited guest experts 
who were not affiliated with the school onto 
the Facebook groups, which students 
perceived as a great opportunity to learn 
from a broad range of educators. They also 
found that the informal structure of Face- 
book made the students feel more comfort¬ 
able communicating with the experts. 
Finally, Selwyn (2009) researched the bene¬ 
fits of using Facebook for academic purposes 
in student to student communication and 
reported on a number of university-related 
themes on their wall posts, for example, 
discussing content of lectures and assign¬ 
ments, as well as passing relevant course 
information onto each other. 

Besides communicating on groups and 
wall posts, SNS also allows for social 
exchange via instant messaging or online 
chatting. Nicholson (2002) and Farmer 
(2005) reported that students frequently 
used instant messaging for communicating 
about educational topics, and that it was 
perceived as a positive tool. Instant messag¬ 
ing is already used as a supporting commu¬ 
nication pathway between lecturers and 
students in distance learning courses but has 
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yet to be integrated into regular universities 
where it still appears to be viewed as a social¬ 
ising rather than an educational tool (Madge 
etal., 2009). 

Whilst the use of SNS in universities has 
been limited mostly to student to student 
communication, universities have begun to 
utilise online communication and learning 
through Virtual Learning Environments 
(VLE), such as Blackboard or Moodle 
(Dillenbourg, Schneider & Synteta, 2002). 
VLE allow students and lecturers to commu¬ 
nicate and discuss educational topics on a 
closed, institution-based system that can be 
monitored; they enable the use of forums 
and emails, and to post learning material on 
bulletin boards (Hollyhead, Edwards & Holt, 
2012). Hollyhead et al. (2012) found that 
both students and educators appreciated the 
convenience of VLE due to the unrestrained 
access to learning content and the ability to 
contact or ask questions to their peer group 
and educators simultaneously in one closed 
forum. However, research by Sweeney, 
O’Donoghue and Whitehead (2004) 
reported a lack of student support for VLE, 
relating to comparatively slow responses to 
queries, which gives students a sense of feel¬ 
ing alone and not considering themselves as 
part of the group. Another disadvantage of 
VLE was reported by Hollyhead et al. (2012), 
who identified the lack of instant messaging 
as causal to the lack of social presence 
online. However, despite the underutilisa¬ 
tion of VLE, Hollyhead et al. (2012) viewed 
them as a good option for students to 
communicate with educators and educators 
with students in a more formal setting than 
on social networking sites. Increasingly, 
multi-user virtual environments such as 
Second Life are also used as educational 
platforms (Warburton, 2009), especially in 
medical and other health-related subjects 
(Boulos, Hetherington & Wheeler, 2007). 

In summary, the research to date shows 
that computer-based communication has 
changed the ways how educators and 
students communicate for academic 


purposes, but shows some shortcomings in 
the implementation of these tools. In their 
research on distant education courses, Swan 
(2001) and Richardson and Swan (2003) 
identified the online interaction with lectur¬ 
ers and peers as a key component for 
students’ satisfaction with the academic 
programme. This finding has also been 
confirmed for traditional university-settings 
(e.g. Hostetter & Busch, 2006; Lowenthal, 
2009, 2010). However, the research in this 
area is still in its infancy in terms of how 
CMC is integrated in a traditional university 
setting, how this relates to and expands upon 
traditional communication theories, how the 
different communication forms are imple¬ 
mented and perceived by their users, and 
how they compare in their effectiveness. The 
current study was thus aimed to investigate 
four modes of communication available to 
undergraduate psychology students at an 
English university, namely, face-to-face, 
email, VLE (i.e. Blackboard), and the most 
commonly used SNS Facebook, exploring 
which of these communication methods 
students prefer, which they find most help¬ 
ful, why they prefer or dislike a particular 
method, and what aspects of the communi¬ 
cation they find helpful or unhelpful. 
A broader aim of this research was to help 
universities to connect and communicate 
effectively with their students, based on the 
student-lead perception of academic 
communication. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were either current undergrad¬ 
uate psychology students or students who 
had graduated from the university in 2011 or 
2012 with an undergraduate degree in 
psychology. Overall, 98 of 123 participants 
completed the study (80 per cent comple¬ 
tion rate); of those, only 18 participants (18 
per cent) were male, with an age range from 
19 to 35 years (M=21.22; £D=3.64), with the 
80 female participants being aged between 
18 and 44 years (M=20.88; 57>4.01). 
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Instrument and procedure 
An online questionnaire was designed on 
SurveyMonkey, based on Tu’s (2002) meas¬ 
ure of students’ perception of social pres¬ 
ence and their ease of use. Items were 
developed specifically for this study, 
concerning four modes of educational 
communication modes: (1) Face-to-face, for 
example, ‘I prefer meeting with lecturers 
face to face rather than using email.’; (2) 
email, for example, ‘Using university email is 
an excellent way of interacting with lectur¬ 
ers.’; (3) VLE (Blackboard), for example, 
‘Reading slides on Blackboard is just as bene¬ 
ficial as attending lectures.’; and (4) SNS 
(Facebook), for example, ‘I would prefer to 
use discussion boards over Facebook if they 
were used by more people’. Students were 
asked to rate their agreement on a five-point 
Likert scale (strongly agree - strongly 
disagree). Participants were recruited via 
Facebook, through the university email 
system, and face-to-face by giving them a link 
to the online questionnaire. The study was 
designed and conducted according to the 
ethical guidelines by the British Psychologi¬ 
cal Society and received ethical approval 
from the university. 

Data analysis 

As part of the exploratory data analysis, 
descriptive analysis and item content analysis 
was conducted to identify patterns in the 
participants’ responses when judging prefer¬ 
ential communication mode. The focus of 
the second part of the data analysis was 
dimension reduction, in order to identify 
groups of items as a potential explanatory 
model for students’ declared communica¬ 
tion preferences. The most common meth¬ 
ods of variable reduction in exploratory 
research are Principal Component Analysis 
(PCA) and Cluster Analysis (CA). PCA is 
used to simplify a variable set to its latent 
principal components (Johnson & Wichern, 
2002). Cluster Analysis (CA) is a way of 
combining variables into groups according 
to their similarity, which is based on a 
distance matrix between items (Aftfi, Clark & 


May, 2004). Both dimension reduction tech¬ 
niques can reveal relationships that were not 
previously assumed (Johnson & Wichern, 
2002), and have been used for variable selec¬ 
tion (Jolliffe, 2002; Silverstein, 1985). 
However, PCA introduces a new structure 
level beyond the data while CA remains on 
the variable level, thus inherently is a classifi¬ 
cation rather than dimension reduction 
method (Bortz, 2005). Thus, CA was the 
preferred method of choice. This was 
further supported given the assumption that 
pre-grouping of items was expected due to 
the split into different communication 
modes and the mixed intercorrelation 
matrix resulting from this. 

Results 

Participants’ responses for each mode of 
communication can be seen in Tables 1 to 4. 

Overall, it appeared that most students 
expressed a preference for communication 
via social networking (67.3 per cent), 
followed by face-to-face (60.2 per cent), 
emails (48 per cent), and discussion boards 
(26.5 per cent). There was a gender differ¬ 
ence observed in the preferred communica¬ 
tion method, however, this did not reach 
statistical significance (Fisher’s exact test, 
n.s.). Females expressed the strongest pref¬ 
erence for social networking (71.3 per cent 
vs. 50 per cent of males) while male students 
reported their strongest preference for face- 
to-face meetings (72.2 per cent vs. 57.5 per 
cent of females). Preference for email 
communication was varied (55.6 per cent of 
males vs. 46.2 per cent of females) and VLEs 
remained the least preferred option 
amongst both genders (33.3 per cent of 
males vs. 25.7 per cent of females). 

As part of the exploratory data analysis, 
item order and item content of participants’ 
responses was analysed in the context of the 
preferred communication method. 

Face-to-face communication. In analysing the 
responses provided for face-to-face commu¬ 
nication, it appeared that lecture attendance 
was widely preferred over self-inducted 
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Table 1: Participants' agreement to items relating to face-to-face communication, 
in total and separated by gender. 


Item 

Percentage of Agreement (Strongly Agree/Agree) 

Total (A/=98) 

Male (A/=18) 

Female (A/=80) 

Attending lectures is more beneficial than 
reading slides on Blackboard 

87.7 

100 

85 

Reverse: Face-to-face meetings with lecturers 
waste time which could be better spent 

66.3 

55.6 

68.8 

Meeting with course mates for revision 
sessions helped more than using 
social networks 

63.3 

66.6 

62.5 

Meeting with course mates inspires me more 
to do work than communicating online 

60.2 

72.2 

57.5 

Having meetings with lecturers is more 
helpful than exchanging emails 

58.2 

72.2 

55 

1 prefer meeting with lecturers faee-to-face 
rather than using email 

35.7 

77.8 

26.3 

Reverse: 1 prefer using the internet to interact 
with course mates and lecturers rather than 
face-to-faee meetings 

25.5 

44.4 

21.3 

Median Agreement 

60.2 

72.2 

57.5 


Note: For reverse items, it is displayed how many participants (strongly) disagreed with the item. 


Table 2: Participants' agreement to items relating to communication on 
discussion boards/Blackboard, in total and separated by gender. 


Item 

Percentage of Agreement (Strongly Agree/Agree) 

Total (/V=98) 

Male (A/=18) 

Female (A/=80) 

1 feel discussion boards are underused 

86.7 

88.9 

86.3 

1 would prefer to use discussion boards 
over Faeebook if they were used by 
more people 

64.3 

94.4 

57.5 

Reading slides on Blackboard is easier than 
attending lectures 

30.6 

33.3 

30 

Discussion boards give me a fast response 
from both lecturers and students 

22.4 

27.8 

21.3 

1 prefer using discussion boards over 

Faeebook groups 

21.4 

33.3 

18.8 

Reading slides on blackboard is just as 
beneficial as attending lectures 

18.4 

16.7 

18.8 

Median Agreement 

26.5 

33.3 

25.7 
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Table 3: Participants' agreement to items relating to email communication, 
in total and separated by gender. 


Item 

Percentage of Agreement (Strongly Agree/Agree) 

Total (A/=98) 

Male (A/=18) 

Female (A/=80) 

Using university email is an excellent way 
of interacting with lecturers 

88.8 

83.3 

90 

1 find emailing subject related questions to 
lecturers gives me more useful responses 
than posting on Facebook 

65.3 

83.3 

61.3 

When time is available 1 prefer to email 
lecturers with my questions on their subject 

60.2 

77.8 

56.3 

Reverse: 1 feel embarrassed to email lecturers 
topic related questions 

52 

61.1 

50 

Reverse: Lecturers often do not help when 
emailed 

43.9 

50 

42.5 

1 email relevant lecturers topic related 
questions before posting my queries online 

31.6 

33.3 

31.3 

Reverse: When emailing lecturers 1 worry 

1 will be wasting their time 

21.4 

33.3 

18.8 

Reverse: When emailing lecturers 1 worry 
about annoying them 

21.4 

33.3 

18.8 

Median Agreement 

48 

55.6 

46.3 


Note: For reverse items, it is displayed how many participants (strongly) disagreed with the item. 


learning. In terms of other forms of infor¬ 
mation dissemination, emails and face-to- 
face contact were both used; however, 
students preferred face-to-face contact for 
situations with a stronger intensity, for exam¬ 
ple, for in-depth preparation or where peer- 
support was needed. Especially male 
students expressed a strong preference for 
face-to-face contact with lecturers and peers. 

Email exchange. Content analysis of the ques¬ 
tions revealed that the moderate popularity 
of email exchanges was based on two factors: 
the value of the information provided, and 
personal inhibitions to approach a lecturer 
via email. It was generally found that email 
exchange was useful for specific enquiries as 
well as when time was available to await a 
response. However, students reported that 
they checked other resources before email¬ 


ing their lecturers (e.g. only 31.6 per cent 
reported lecturers as the first point of 
contact before posting their query online), 
and reported some embarrassment in 
approaching the lecturers (48 per cent of 
students did not disagree that they experi¬ 
ence embarrassment when emailing lectur¬ 
ers topic-related questions). Overall, while 
the pattern of preference was similar for 
both genders, males were more likely to 
employ email communication with lecturers. 

Virtual Learning Environments. VLEs, for 
example, Blackboard, were reported as the 
least preferred communication mode, and 
content analysis revealed some context to its 
low popularity. Students reported a clear 
preference for lecture attendance rather 
than online learning. In terms of exchange 
between peers and lecturers, students 
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Table 4: Participants' agreement to items relating to social network communication, 

in total and separated by gender. 


Item 

Percentage of Agreement (Strongly Agree/Agree) 

Total (A/=98) 

Male (A/=18) 

Female (A/=80) 

1 get faster responses when asking questions 
on Facebook compared with subject 
discussion boards 

77.6 

50 

83.8 

When time is not available Facebook is a 
faster option 

77.6 

61.1 

81.3 

1 find it easier to ask questions on Facebook 
rather than subject discussion boards 

69.4 

61.1 

71.3 

1 prefer to ask questions on Facebook rather 
than subject discussion boards 

67.3 

38.9 

72.5 

1 found instant chat (Facebook chat, 

Skype, etc.) useful when interacting with 
course mates 

60.2 

66.7 

58.8 

It would be a big help if lecturers were able 
to monitor Facebook groups and answer 
questions 

51.0 

50 

51.3 

Reverse: Facebook groups often give wrong 
answers to questions 

31.6 

33.3 

31.3 

Median Agreement 

67.3 

50 

71.3 


Note: For reverse items, it is displayed how many participants (strongly) disagreed with the item. 


strongly agreed that VLEs were underused 
and thus often neglected towards other 
forms of social media due to the slow and 
unreliable response rate. However, partici¬ 
pants, especially the male students, reported 
they would prefer VLEs over social network 
usage for academic purposes if they were 
used more widely. 

Social Networkmg. Social networking, for 
example, Facebook, was the most preferred 
option for academic exchange beyond 
lecture attendance due to its fast response 
rate, lack of psychological barriers to ask 
questions, and the perceived quality of 
responses. Females expressed a stronger pref¬ 
erence for exchange via social networking 
than did male students. Interestingly, both 
genders were non-committal towards lecturer 
membership on social networking groups. 


Summary 

Overall, it appears that there are three main 
themes emerging in the data that defines 
how students decide their preferred commu¬ 
nication choice: (1) The type and depth of 
content of the exchange (e.g. lecture, 
specific request, study preparation; high 
intensity vs. low intensity); (2) addressee of 
the exchange (lecturer vs. peers); and (3) 
the time available until a response is needed 
(short vs. long). Face-to-face meetings are 
preferred for lectures and other types of 
information-intense exchanges. Lecturers 
are preferred to be emailed for direct 
requests or seen face-to-face, while peers are 
preferred to be seen for study preparation 
but are preferably contacted via social 
media. Social media are usually the 
preferred mode of communication if there is 
only a short time available until a response is 
needed. The study identified some psycho- 
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logical barriers towards communicating with 
lecturers, and students seem more likely to 
check other modes of information before 
they approach a lecturer directly. 

A hierarchical CA using Squared Euclid¬ 
ean Distances between variables (recom¬ 
mended distance measure for variable 
selection; Izenman, 2008) resulted in five 
distinct clusters of items. As CA is a proce¬ 
dure sensitive to outliers (Afifi et al., 2004), 
hierarchical clustering was repeated with a 
fixed cluster number (100 per cent identical 
classification of variables). However, it should 
be noted that the agglomeration matrix 
revealed a varied merging process between 
the variables, suggesting a potential lack of 
stability in the cluster solution. Replication of 
the cluster structure using different distance 
methods (Pearson’s correlation, Cosine) and 
using only three quarters of cases validated 
the current cluster solution with the excep¬ 
tion of items belonging to Clusters 2 and 3. 
This communicates a strong interrelation¬ 
ship between the two clusters, which explains 
the lack of stability identified before. The 
final cluster structure is displayed in Table 5; 
again, caution is warranted when interpret¬ 
ing Clusters 2 and 3. 

Cluster 1 contains six items clearly relat¬ 
ing to the positive nature of social network¬ 
ing, and was labelled Preference for social 
networking. Facebook groups are identified as 
a fast, reliable, and well-used mode of 
communication. This cluster communicates 
that there is a group of students who have a 
clear preference for using social networking 
for academic purposes. 

Cluster 2 and 3 are very similar and express 
a clear preference for directed and contained 
ways of academic communication. Face-to-face 
meetings are preferred for more intense infor¬ 
mation exchange, such as study preparation 
with course mates or lecture attendance. 
Email is used for more direct requests. These 
two clusters show that students require a 
certain level of exchange with their lecturers 
and peers, and are ready to use a range of 
communication modes for that purpose. A 
desire for a stronger use of VLEs is expressed. 


Cluster 4 contains two items, identifying 
those variables (and thus participants) who 
prefer online learning towards lecture atten¬ 
dance, and was labelled Preference for online 
learning. The fact that they are singled out 
from the previous cluster confirms that 
students who prefer online learning are very 
different in their communication needs than 
students who prefer lecture attendance. 

Cluster 5 is not a genuine cluster but only 
consists of one item, addressing the need for 
lecturers to monitor Facebook groups. The 
fact that this item remained separate from 
the other clusters, especially from Cluster 1, 
shows that this view is not shared by regular 
social networking users. 

The cluster solution confirmed the value 
of the three main themes identified above, 
that the preferred communication method is 
dependent on the type and content of the 
exchange, the addressee, and the time frame 
available. It also showed clearly that social 
networking is a preferred method of 
communication but is perceived differently 
by the students from other modes of commu¬ 
nication. Thus, it has some merit as a 
peer-only exchange forum for academic 
purposes. The data point clearly to the 
potential value of VLEs as a cross-over 
communication tool between peer-only 
social exchange and direct lecturer-student 
communication. 

The information from the exploratory 
data analysis and the cluster analysis was 
then summarised into the empirical model 
of students’ communication preferences in 
educational settings (see Figure 1). 

Discussion 

Students at a psychology department at a UK 
university were tested on their preferences of 
four different methods of communication, 
face-to-face, email, Virtual Learning Envi¬ 
ronments and Social Networking Sites. The 
finding showed that one’s preference in 
communication mode is reliant on three 
aspects, the type and depth of the informa¬ 
tion exchange, the addressee, and the 
amount of time available to the students. 
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Table 5: Five-cluster solution resulting from hierarchical cluster analysis on items. 


Cluster 

Item 

Cluster 1: 

Preference for 

social 

networking 

1 prefer to ask questions on Facebook rather than subject discussion boards 

1 find it easier to ask questions on Facebook rather than subject discussion boards 

1 get faster responses when asking questions on Facebook compared with 
discussion boards or emailing lecturers 

Reverse item: Facebook groups often give the wrong answers to questions 

When time is not available Facebook is a faster option 

1 found instant chat (Facebook chat, Skype ect.) useful when interacting with 
course mates 

Cluster 2: 

Preference for 

direct and 

contained 

forms of 

communication 

1 feel discussion boards are under used 

Reverse item: 1 feel embarrassed to email lecturers topic related questions 

Reverse item: Lecturers often do not help when emailed 

1 find emailing subject related questions to lecturers gives me more useful 
responses than posting on Facebook 

1 would prefer to use discussion boards over Facebook if they were used by 
more people 

When time is available 1 prefer to email lecturers with my questions on 
their subject 

Using university email is an excellent way of interacting with lecturers 

Meeting with course mates for revision sessions helped more than using 
social networks (Facebook, etc.) 

FHaving meetings with lecturers is more helpful than exchanging emails 

Meeting with course mates inspires me more to do work than 
communicating online 

Reverse item: Face-to-face meetings with lecturers waste time which could be 
better spent 

Attending lectures are more beneficial than just reading slides on Blackboard 

Cluster 3: 

Preference for 

directed 

academic 

conversation 

1 email relevant lecturers with subject related questions before posting my 
query online 

1 prefer using discussion boards over Facebook groups 

Discussion boards give me a fast response from both lecturers and students 
Reverse item: When emailing lecturers 1 worry 1 will be wasting their time 

Reverse item: When emailing lecturers 1 worry about annoying them 

1 prefer meeting with lecturers face-to-face rather than using email 

Reverse item: 1 prefer using the internet to interact with course mates and 
lecturers rather than face-to face-meetings 

Cluster 4: 

Preference for 
online learning 

Reading slides on Blackboard is easier than attending lectures 

Reading slides on Blackboard is just as beneficial as attending lectures 

Cluster 5: 

It would be a big help if lecturers were able to monitor Facebook groups and 
answers questions 
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Figure 1: An empirical model of students' communication preferences in 

educational settings. 


Exchange of high intensity/ 
Lecture 
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Email 

Discussion Boards 
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Social Networking 
Email 
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Face-to-Face 


Type/depth of Communication Addressee Time Availability Communication Mode 


This model was developed based on exploratory data analysis and cluster analysis to questionnaire items 
with A/=98 students. A straight line indicates that a relationship was emerged directly in the data. 

A dotted line indicates that the relationship was deducted based on the available data. 



A Cluster Analysis confirmed the significant 
role of these aspects in students’ preferred 
communication choice, ft further showed 
that there is a subgroup of students who 
prefer online learning in comparison to 
attending lectures, and that these students 
have very different communication needs. In 
addition, it appeared that social networking 
is a preferred communication mode for 
peer-exchange only. Both parts of the data 
analysis point to the potential value of VLEs 
as a contained academic discussion tool. 

These findings are in agreement with 
Swan (2001) and Richardson and Swan 
(2003) who reported that, despite the 
increase of virtual learning opportunities, 
face-to-face meetings remain to play a major 
role in student satisfaction. Interestingly, the 
current study confirmed the gender bias 
observed by Light et al. (1997) that male 
students seem to prefer a face-to-face learn¬ 
ing environment in comparison to female 
students (72.2 per cent vs. 57.5 per cent). 
The findings further suggest that in terms of 
in-depth discussion and preparation 


students prefer the presence of their peers 
which is used as a motivator that cannot 
necessarily be obtained through online 
media. However, it also became evident that 
online social presence has a key role in 
students’ communication (Hostetter & 
Busch, 2006; Lowenthal, 2009, 2010). 

The current study also showed that email 
is a frequently used choice of communica¬ 
tion between students and lecturers, espe¬ 
cially for direct information exchange with 
low intensity. The high popularity of email 
exchange may also be explained by Tolrnie 
and Boyle’s (2000) suggestion that email 
may be especially preferable for shy or nerv¬ 
ous students who may be inhibited in face-to- 
face environments. However, there appears 
to be some hesitance before doing so, with 
about 70 per cent of participants failing to 
reject that ‘When emailing lecturers I worry 
I will be wasting their time’ or that ‘When 
emailing lecturers I worry about annoying 
them’. Many students also reported that they 
would check other sources of support first 
before emailing their lecturers. 
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An interesting finding of the current study 
is that virtual learning environments, such as 
Blackboard, are perceived as appealing by the 
students but are widely perceived as being 
underused. This outcome is in line with previ¬ 
ous studies that reported a lack of social pres¬ 
ence on academic VLEs (e.g. Hollyhead, 
Edwards & Holt, 2012; Sweeney, O’Donoghue 
& Whitehead, 2004). The responses of the 
current survey show that VLEs could be 
utilised more to help students and indicate, 
similar to the findings by Sweeney et al. 
(2004), that students would prefer interacting 
on a discussion board that is monitored by 
lecturers. Browne, Jenkins and Walker (2006) 
found that VLEs such as Blackboard were 
deployed in 98 per cent of universities in the 
UK; however, all reported difficulties in their 
uptake due to their infrequent usage. This 
may explain the considerably high popularity 
of social networking sites that could be redi¬ 
rected towards a more contained, purely 
academic online forum. In addition, using 
discussion boards may also add in reducing 
some of the lecturers’ email load, especially 
when information requested by a number of 
students is shared, and may allow students 
with inhibitions towards emailing their lectur¬ 
ers to request and receive the information in 
a more anonymous context. However, it 
appears that, for this particular department, 
Blackboard is not frequented enough to trust 
in reliable and fast information transmission. 

Overall, social networking was consid¬ 
ered the most popular communication tool 
amongst students. This finding supports 
Cain and Policastri (2011) and Pilgrim and 
Bledsoe (2011) who pointed to the increas¬ 
ing influence of Facebook for communica¬ 
tion in education. Participants in the current 
study referred to the ease of access, along 
with the fast response rate which makes Face- 
book a convenient forum to propose ques¬ 
tions and queries, especially when under 
time pressure. Thus, if the university could 
find a way to utilise Blackboard in these ways, 
students are likely to find it a helpful 
communication tool, amongst them as well 
as concerning student-lecturer exchange. 


Limitations 

While the current study aims to explore 
students’ preference in any educational 
setting, the findings are limited to its sample 
of psychology students from one specific UK 
university. The reported findings are 
undoubtedly influenced by the current 
usage of communication mode at the univer¬ 
sity, specifically within the School of Psychol¬ 
ogy, and students’ communication needs 
might also vary depending on the academic 
programme students undertake. In addition, 
the sample accessed was gender-inrbalanced 
(82 per cent females) which is a representa¬ 
tive sample for a psychological under¬ 
graduate degree but further hinders gener- 
alisability across other study programmes. 

In addition, as the survey was conducted 
online, it meant that students who use the 
internet more were more likely to participate 
in this project. The study was advertised 
through the university email system as well as 
posted on Facebook, which may explain the 
high popularity of Facebook in the current 
study. 

Finally, students were asked to rank pre¬ 
set statements, which did not allow for more 
detailed feedback by the participants. It 
would benefit the area of study if future 
research was to conduct a qualitative study 
with a wider range of students from different 
universities across the country to increase its 
reliability and validity. Two areas from this 
study that should be researched further are: 
(1) why students worry about ‘annoying 
lecturers’ and ‘wasting their time’, which 
could help universities in increasing effective 
communication between lecturers and 
students; and (2) explore the popularity of 
social networking in more detail. 

Conclusion 

Overall, whilst computer mediated commu¬ 
nication and social networks in particular 
are becoming a major part of student-lead 
communication, this study has shown that 
students still have a need for the face-to-face 
aspect of academic learning and teaching. 
It should be noted, though, that this study 
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focuses purely on student preferences. To 
date, there has been little research into the 
preferred communication method of lectur¬ 
ers and academics, an area of pedagogical 
research that would add to the current study. 

Based on the outcomes of this research, a 
number of suggestions follow on how lectur¬ 
ers and students could improve their 
communication, which may result in higher 
student satisfaction and potentially 
improved academic efforts. 

Suggestions for lecturers and the university as a 
wider organisation: 

• Promote the use of virtual discussion 
boards for both academic exchange and 
dissemination of information. 

• Encourage students to contact lecturers 
directly if they have specific questions or 
queries. 

• Communicate expected time frames for 
email response or face-to-face appoint¬ 
ments, and clearly communicate other 
sources of information to avoid repeat 
emails (e.g. where lecture notes are 
found). 

• Inclusion of instant messaging on discus¬ 
sion boards could increase its usage and 
popularity amongst students. Advise 
students of realistic response time frames 
and how posts are going to be monitored. 

• Time availability is a major part in the 
communication preference, and thus 
time management could be a useful 
skillset to be taught to students. 


Suggestions for students: 

• Arrange to meet up in study groups to 
motivate each other to do more work and 
be more efficient. 

• Promote discussion boards amongst 
friends and peers on your course. The 
more people that start using the facility 
the more helpful it will be and response 
time will get faster. 

• Be patient. Understand that lecturers 
cannot always reply on the same day, 
therefore, accommodate yourself enough 
time for a response. 

• Set out specific hours each day for doing 
university work to avoid falling behind 
and therefore not having time to email or 
meet lecturers. 
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